Line by Line: A Journal of Beginning Student Writing
Volume 8

Issue 1

Article 1

April 2022

Andrew Johnson's Impact on Reconstruction
Travis A. Kutter
University of Dayton

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/lxl

Recommended Citation
Kutter, Travis A. (2022) "Andrew Johnson's Impact on Reconstruction," Line by Line: A Journal of
Beginning Student Writing: Vol. 8: Iss. 1, Article 1.
Available at: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/lxl/vol8/iss1/1

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of English at eCommons. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Line by Line: A Journal of Beginning Student Writing by an authorized editor of
eCommons. For more information, please contact mschlangen1@udayton.edu, ecommons@udayton.edu.

Andrew Johnson's Impact on Reconstruction
Writing Process
I began this historiography with a list of five possible topics to choose from related to the Reconstruction
Era. From there, I chose the topic of Andrew Johnson and Reconstruction because I had never known
much about the seventeenth President of the United States. I began to conduct research, navigating
online databases and scanning the Roesch library for possible sources. I compiled a list of fifteen sources
from which I chose a final eight. Summarizing each source and taking note of recurring themes, I
composed an annotated bibliography. This served as the first draft of my historiography. I transformed
this annotated bibliography into a historiographical essay by organizing the sources according to
common themes and forming a thesis. The essay was completed with the addition of comparison
between sources and the formulation of supporting argument for the thesis.
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Andrew Johnson’s Impact on
Reconstruction
Travis Kutter

Following the Civil War, the northern Union States embarked on a period of
rebuilding, revising, and restoring the South known as Reconstruction. This effort
was initially led by President Abraham Lincoln, but following Lincoln’s
assassination, President Andrew Johnson assumed that role. Reconstruction ended
when southern states were accepted into the Union once more. Reconstruction
was ultimately unsuccessful as black people were still fighting for civil rights a
century later and continue to fight discrimination today. This is coupled by the
persistence of the Confederate South’s ideologies evident in the heavy presence of
the Confederate flag at the Capitol riots on January 6, 2021. Clearly,
Reconstruction failed to a significant degree, and, as one of the Reconstruction
presidents, President Johnson’s Reconstruction policy is extremely controversial.
It is interpreted and viewed in three differing ways. The first is with praise. Early
on, Andrew Johnson was praised by historians for his perseverance in standing by
his values and political ideologies and his forgiving attitude towards the South.
Historians’ interpretations with this attitude make up the good Reconstruction
president interpretive group. Later, historians regarded Andrew Johnson as an
obstacle to Reconstruction, but not a fatal one. The interpretations making this
argument form the poor Reconstruction president interpretive group. Lastly,
President Johnson was argued to have greatly negatively impacted Reconstruction
and caused its failure. These interpretations make up the terrible Reconstruction
president interpretive group. To demonstrate these interpretations, sources have
been gathered from databases and University libraries across Ohio (primarily the
University of Dayton) and organized into the three interpretive groups. The
compiled sources below will aid in proving the thesis regarding how the story of
Andrew Johnson and his Reconstruction policy has been told over time. Over the
years since the Reconstruction Era, historians have gradually grown to be more
condemning of Andrew Johnson’s Reconstruction policy, and their interpretations
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can be categorized into the three interpretive groups described above, the most
notable group being the terrible Reconstruction president interpretive group.
Thomas Middleton examines Andrew Johnson’s role in fathering the
Homestead Law in his article: “Andrew Johnson and the Homestead Law.” The
Homestead Law is otherwise known as the Southern Homestead Act of 1866.
This law served the purpose of aiding southerners in purchasing land. Both black
and white southerners struggled to purchase land because prices were too high, so
sharecropping was often a much more viable option. The Homestead Act
organized the selling of land at lowered prices so as to make it more affordable.
Middleton praises Johnson’s perseverance in support of the law while few others
supported it.1 He attributes patriotism and courage to Johnson for his refusal to
alter plans of Reconstruction despite pressure from Congress. Middleton argues
that Johnson exhibits great moral courage as well, especially in being an advocate
to self-sufficient, poor whites.2 This article fits the group of interpretations
praising Johnson, especially for his perseverance in following his values. This
article is the first of the good Reconstruction president interpretive group.
In Andrew Johnson: Plebian and Patriot, Robert Winston tells of Andrew
Johnson’s life from his early family life to getting into politics and working his
way up to Vice President and then President to his impeachment, death, and
legacy. Winston claims that Johnson is not at fault for Reconstruction’s failure,
rather that Johnson’s policy would have saved Reconstruction by resolving the
issue of southern secession. He argues that if the southern states had been
readmitted to the Union immediately following the Civil War, feelings of ill will
between the North and South would have been greatly diminished, and the
persistent divide would have been quickly defused.3 Winston blames Congress
and the South for the great struggle Johnson endured as a Reconstruction
president. He argues that legislatures were corrupt and careless while the men
Johnson appointed were on the straight and narrow.4 He argues that as a leader for
the people, Andrew Johnson simply wasn’t a proper fit for the Northern radical
political climate.5 Winston blames Congress, the South, and other factors of
Reconstruction for Reconstruction’s failure. Like the argument made by
Middleton, Winston praises Johnson for holding true to his values of states’ rights
1

Thomas J. Middleton, “Andrew Johnson and the Homestead Law,” The Sewanee Review 15, no. 3
(1907): 318, JSTOR.
2

Middleton, 317.

3

Robert W. Winston, Andrew Johnson: Plebian and Patriot (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1928),
513.
4

Winston, 404.

5

Winston, 326.
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and patriotism. Together, Winston’s and Middleton’s interpretations make up the
good Reconstruction president interpretive group. Moving into the 1950’s,
historians’ attitude towards Andrew Johnson begins to morph from laudatory to
critical.
Howard Beale discusses Reconstruction following the Civil War in the
American South from Andrew Johnson’s presidency to the election of 1868 in his
book, The Critical Year: A Study of Andrew Johnson and Reconstruction. He
weighs the challenges facing the organization of the Reconstruction including
those posed by radicals, the South, Johnson, and economic problems. Beale writes
that the South needed forgiveness and kindness from the Union following the
Civil War.6 He claims that Johnson’s policy showed the South that kindness by
offering pardons to Confederate southerners as long as they promised future
loyalty to the Union. Johnson paired this with the return of land and appointing
provisional governors for southern states.7 Despite this, Beale writes that
Johnson’s lack of diplomacy and stubbornness significantly damaged
Reconstruction. He also makes the argument that Johnson’s determination is
admirable, but unfortunately, unfit for the Reconstruction situation which calls for
constant adaptation of stances.8 He argues that although some of the responsibility
for Reconstruction’s failure can be laid on President Johnson, he claims that
Johnson is only a small part of the multitude of causes for Reconstruction’s
failure. This interpretation is the first in the poor Reconstruction president
interpretive group and the gentlest interpretation of the three.
In Martin Mantell’s book, Johnson, Grant, and the Politics of Reconstruction,
Mantell explores the challenges of Reconstruction, especially focusing on the
policies of Andrew Johnson and Grant. Mantell discusses the events leading up to
and following Johnson’s impeachment as well as economic issues. He argues that
Andrew Johnson, although he did not help much, cannot be blamed for
Reconstruction’s failure. Mantell discusses the reason for Johnson’s refusal to
cooperate with Congress being his political values of states’ rights, strict
interpretation of the Constitution, and determination.9 These were the grounds by
which Johnson vetoed a series of Reconstruction and Civil Rights bills.10 Mantell
also pulls blame away from Johnson, arguing that the controversial amnesty
6

Howard K. Beale, The Critical Year: A Study of Andrew Johnson and Reconstruction (New York: F.
Ungar Pub. Co., 1958), 27.
7

Beale, 31.

8

Beale, 26.

9

Martin E. Mantell, Johnson, Grant, and the Politics of Reconstruction (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1973), 15.
10

Mantell, 16.
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proclamation amounted to very little change in the position of ex-Confederates
due to Johnson’s belief that he couldn’t require registration of all southerners
pardoned.11 Mantell also contends that Johnson’s plan would have been much
more effective had there not been so much Southern hostility towards the North.12
He assigns Johnson some blame, however, claiming that Johnson only enforced
the Reconstruction Acts because of the looming threat of impeachment by the
Republican Congress.13 In his book, Mantell also implies that Johnson obstructed
Reconstruction by arguing that the President wouldn’t allow black suffrage to be
passed or new southern governments to be founded by the Republicans.14
Mantell’s interpretation of Andrew Johnson’s impact on Reconstruction in which
he believes Andrew Johnson can only be partially blamed for Reconstruction’s
failure fits into the poor Reconstruction president interpretive group. Like Beale,
Mantell justifies limiting the amount of blame he places on President Johnson for
Reconstruction’s failure with Johnson’s incompatible ideals of states’ power over
the federal government and determination where flexibility was needed. This
interpretation blames Johnson more heavily than the first in the poor
Reconstruction president interpretive group but not as heavily as the last,
Trefousse’s interpretation presented in his biography of Andrew Johnson.
Hans Trefousse’s biography, Andrew Johnson: A Biography, covers Johnson’s
life and legacy including his early years, rise in politics, term as president,
Reconstruction policy, impeachment, and life after the presidency. In describing
Johnson’s Reconstruction policy, Trefousse presents a certain respect for
Johnson’s perseverance in his ideal of states’ rights’ priority over federal
authority. In his biography, Trefousse also expresses a sense of Johnson’s
responsibility for the failure of efforts to integrate America following the Civil
War and the resurgence of southern resistance to Reconstruction. He explains that
Johnson missed out on a ripe opportunity to protect Freedmen’s rights
immediately following the Civil War because of his belief that the federal
government did not have the power to protect a group of people.15 Trefousse also
contends that Johnson’s decision to return property to former Confederate owners,
even if now in the hands of Freedmen, had fateful consequences for Freedmen in
the Reconstruction, thus contributing to Reconstruction’s failure.16 He suggests
11

Mantell, 37.

12

Mantell, 10.

13

Mantell, 33.

14

Mantell, 22.

15

Hans L. Trefousse, Andrew Johnson: A Biography (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, Inc.,
1989), 215.
16

Trefousse, 227.
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that Johnson’s refusal to intervene in southern states’ election of secessionists and
passing of the Black Codes resulted in “a virtual reestablishment of slavery.”
Trefousse acknowledges that this isn’t all Johnson’s fault as several of the
provisional governors Johnson had appointed failed to conduct southern states in
the way that the Union requested.17 Trefousse also presents Johnson’s rationale
for opposing the Fourteenth Amendment and vetoing the Civil Rights Bill, citing
Johnson’s values of state’s rights and lack of precedence.18 He also writes that
Johnson had no concern for the discrimination and oppression of black people
despite his promises to black Americans that he would remedy their situation.19
Trefousse’s argument fits well in the poor Reconstruction president interpretive
group. Trefousse argues that many of Johnson’s actions or lack thereof had
negative effects on Reconstruction of the South, but he doesn’t assign Johnson
complete blame for the negative effects. Compared to the other interpretations in
the poor Reconstruction president interpretive group by Beale and Mantell,
Trefousse’s interpretation is easily the harshest and most condemning of the
group. His argument for Johnson’s responsibility for Reconstruction’s failure is
much more pronounced than his argument for Johnson’s innocence. Like Beale’s
and Mantell’s interpretations, Trefousse’s biggest reasons for assigning Johnson
less blame for Reconstruction’s failure are Johnson’s political values of strict
Constitutional interpretation and the priority of states’ rights over the power of the
federal government and the South’s refusal to cooperate with Johnson’s
Reconstruction policy. Although Trefousse’s interpretation is the harshest of the
three in the poor Reconstruction president interpretive group, the interpretations
in the terrible Reconstruction president interpretive group greatly increase in
criticism of Johnson and his impact on Reconstruction.
W. E. B. Du Bois writes on the issue of modern slavery as it exists in the
American South, southern Reconstruction after the Civil War, and black
Americans’ struggle against southern opposition to Reconstruction in his book,
Black Reconstruction: An Essay Toward a History of the Part Which Black Folk
Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America. In his book, Du
Bois argues that Andrew Johnson plays a large role in the failure of
Reconstruction. He argues that Johnson’s policy forced America to choose
between the South’s return to political power and black suffrage.20 Du Bois
claims that Andrew Johnson purposefully appointed generals with a merciful
17

Trefousse, 230.

18

Trefousse, 243.

19

Trefousse, 225.

20

W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction: An Essay Toward a History of the Part Which Black Folk
Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America (Cleveland: A. Saifer, 1935), 237.
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attitude towards the South, weakening the forces of Reconstruction.21 Du Bois
writes that Andrew Johnson’s acts to forgive the South destroyed any hope of
granting black people land or social justice. He asserts that Johnson’s pardons and
declarations to restore land to southern planters crippled Congress’s efforts to
provide black people with land following the Civil War.22 Du Bois blames
Johnson for the South’s ability to control the freed black population writing that
Johnson’s veto of the Freedman’s Bureau Bill put black civil rights in the hands
of black people’s ex-masters.23 Du Bois acknowledges one beneficial move made
by President Johnson. He suggests that Johnson’s removal of property
qualifications for the South Carolina legislature was a step in the right direction,
but Du Bois believes it to have been greatly diminished by the exclusion of black
Americans in this provision.24 This book is the first interpretation to harshly
condemn President Johnson’s Reconstruction policy. Du Bois was greatly ahead
of his time in publishing this interpretation. This may be due to Du Bois’ unique
experience and perspective as a black historian. This book is the first in the
terrible Reconstruction president interpretive group, but it is the least
disapproving of the three.
Howard Nash’s book, Andrew Johnson: Congress and Reconstruction, tells of
the conflict between President Andrew Johnson and the Republican Congress
regarding the matter of Post-Civil War Reconstruction. Nash blames Andrew
Johnson for the failure of Reconstruction in the South and for the rise of the Black
Codes. He contests that Johnson’s provisional southern governments established
the Black Codes to gain political and economic control over the black population
once again, and Johnson did nothing to stop it.25 Nash also claims that Johnson’s
policy of amnesty allowed for southern planters to take advantage of Johnson and
gain the pardons necessary to participate in politics once more.26 Nash’s
interpretation presents the argument that Johnson’s refusal to cooperate with
Congress severely limited the effectiveness of Reconstruction by impeding
Congress’s efforts to pass Reconstruction legislation and encouraging the South to
reject congressional Reconstruction.27 Furthermore, Nash implies that President

21

Du Bois, 335.

22

Du Bois, 334.

23

Du Bois, 277.

24

Du Bois, 385.

25

Howard P. Nash, Andrew Johnson: Congress and Reconstruction (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University
Presses, 1972), 154.
26

Nash, 32.

27

Nash, 155.
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Johnson encouraged southern states to reject the Fourteenth Amendment.28 Nash’s
overall interpretation of Johnson’s impact on Reconstruction is one of greatly
impeding reconstructive efforts and promoting Reconstruction’s failure, similar to
Du Bois’ interpretation. However, this book is more critical of Johnson and his
policy than Du Bois’ book in that it acknowledges no significant positive aspect
of Andrew Johnson’s impact on Reconstruction. The critical attitude towards
Johnson’s Reconstruction policy exhibited by this second interpretation in the
terrible Reconstruction president interpretive group is continued into the twentyfirst century.
In his article, “Andrew Johnson and His Governors: An Examination of Failed
Reconstruction Leadership,” Ryan Swanson describes how President Johnson
failed as a Reconstruction president. According to Swanson, Andrew Johnson
failed in guiding the provisional governors he appointed in southern states,
resulting in the stagnation of Johnson’s Reconstruction plan.29 Swanson argues
that white Southerners saw this as an opportunity to choose their own fate after
the war. He attests that this southern response was only amplified by Johnson’s
public belief that the southern states had never seceded.30 Swanson contends that
Johnson did guide his provisional governors but weakly and indirectly.31 Swanson
claims that one of his provisional governors even initially pushed for black
suffrage but abandoned the idea when his request for advice from Johnson was
left unanswered.32 Supporting his claim with several additional examples,
Swanson maintains that President Johnson’s passive attitude and lack of effective
communication with his provisional governors resulted in the loss of control and
failure of Johnson’s Reconstruction plan.33 He states that in Johnson’s lack of
authoritative action, Johnson caused Reconstruction to stall and falter, causing
radical Republicans to abandon the idea of black suffrage.34 This article argues
that Johnson greatly and directly contributed to Reconstruction’s failure, placing
it in the terrible Reconstruction president interpretive group. This interpretation is
more reproachful than the interpretations by Du Bois and Nash. Swanson also
takes a unique look at Johnson’s Reconstruction policy when compared to the

28

Nash, 156.

29

Ryan A. Swanson, “Andrew Johnson and His Governors: An Examination of Failed Reconstruction
Leadership,” Tennessee Historical Quarterly 71, no. 1 (2012): 16, JSTOR.
30

Swanson, 24.

31

Swanson, 27.

32

Swanson, 31.
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other interpretations, analyzing it from the angle of the system of provisional
governors rather than Johnson’s policy as a whole.
Conclusion
It is important to weigh the advantages and disadvantages of any historical
story, and how President Andrew Johnson impacted Reconstruction is no
exception. For an interpretation to be sound and comprehensive, it must back
claims with specific evidence, recognize Reconstruction’s failure to protect the
civil rights of black Americans, and recognize Johnson’s change in attitude
towards the South from one of punishment to forgiveness. The sources from the
good Reconstruction president interpretive group aren’t great by these criteria.
Middleton’s article in The Sewanee Review lacks much concrete evidence to back
his claims about Johnson. This article also fails to mention Reconstruction’s
failure to protect black civil rights and Johnson’s change in attitude. Winston’s
book does provide concrete evidence to support the claims about Johnson, and it
mentions Johnson’s change in policy regarding the South. However, Winston’s
book fails to mention Reconstruction’s failure to protect civil rights. The
interpretations in the poor Reconstruction president interpretive group are better.
All these interpretations cite strong evidence to back their claims and
acknowledge Reconstruction’s failure to protect the civil rights of black
Americans. Only the last two interpretations in this group recognize Johnson’s
change of attitude towards the South. The last group of interpretations, the terrible
Reconstruction president interpretive group, provides the best interpretation. All
of the sources in this group support their claims about Johnson with specific
evidence, recognize Reconstruction’s failure to protect black civil rights, and
recognize Johnson’s change of heart regarding the South upon noticing his
popularity. The source that meets these criteria the best is Swanson’s article about
Johnson’s failed leadership with the provisional governors. Because all three
criteria were met by all three sources in the group, the terrible Reconstruction
president interpretive group is the best of the three groups.
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